Class/race polarisation in
In this article we find that Chávez's support is primarily amongst the poorer sections of the Venezuelan people, the popular classes, and that in Venezuela, generally speaking, class interacts with race 'in the production of inequalities'.
1 This class/race interaction in Venezuela has deep roots in the country's history, and the social fissures which stem from that fusion have been repeatedly glossed over by successive governments, aiming instead to create a myth of a united Venezuela, where class and race are elided from public discourse. 2 Chávez, on the other hand, in his discourse and in his government's policies, has repeatedly drawn attention to class differences in the country, by attacking the privileged classes and favouring the popular classes -el pueblowhile also drawing attention to race issues in a number of his pronouncements.
This class/race fusion is an essential element needed to explain Chávez's continuing popularity but most political analysis has paid little attention to the impact of race on Venezuelan politics. 3 This paper aims to redress this by evaluating the role of race within wider based class divisions in the emergence of Chávez. Furthermore, and equally importantly, the paper seeks to show that race, or rather racism is an essential but extremely subtle, ingredient in opposition discourse rejecting Chávez and those who follow him.
The paper will examine these issues by firstly reviewing poll data on support for Chávez proving the class based nature of support for him. We will then go on to provide a theoretical exploration of the complex relationship between race and class, and illustrate this by examining class and race based prejudice in Venezuelan history. The paper will present both quantative data on ethnicity and refer to studies on media content in contemporary Venezuela, to illustrate the persistence and prevalence of racist discourse there. We will then go on to look at the role of class and race in the discourse of both Chávez and the opposition, showing how the latter uses it positively to engage with the poorer, darker skinned majority, while the opposition uses it negatively to provoke a negative reaction to Chávez and his supporters, mostly amongst the middle and upper classes. Furthermore, we will review positive policy measures looking to reverse these classist and racist historical trends implemented by the Chávez government and ask if this is a genuine attempt to break from this past, or whether it is simply the reproduction of behaviour from previous governments.
In summary, it is argued in the paper that while class remains the defining fissure of current Venezuelan politics, race is its rarely examined subtext.
Class based polarisation in Venezuela.
Although historically class was elided from discourse in Venezuelan politics, support for President Hugo Chávez is largely polarised along class lines, a fact that has been recognised by a number of political analysts. Using poll data from 1995 and 1998, Canache (2004) finds that it was the poor who mostly supported Chávez's failed coup in 1992 against President Carlos Andrés Peréz, and in a survey in 1995 his support was strongest amongst the lower economic sectors. 4 In the 1998 presidential elections Roberts (2003) points to strong support amongst the poor for Chávez, whereas his chief rival Henrique Salas Römer's appeal was amongst the middle and upper sectors. 5 Canache provides further evidence of this support, showing that in a pre-election survey conducted just before the 1998 presidential elections, 55% of the urban poor declared their intention to vote for Chávez, whereas only 45% of the non-poor expected to back him. 6 Similarly in the 2000 presidential elections one poll found that 50. Consequently discussion on racism in Venezuela and its relationship to class must be looked at in an historical context to be properly understood, which is our task in the next few sections.
Colonial and early republican contexts
During the colonial era, Venezuela had small indigenous populations relative to the richer colonies of Peru and Mexico, so consequently it had to import labour through slavery from Africa, at considerable cost, both human and physically or through policies of assimilation, 22 white settlers in Latin America set out to achieve this by 'simultaneously oppressing two different groups within their territory: they seized the land of the indigenous peoples, and they appropriated the labour of the black slaves that they had imported'. preferring to 'discuss class rather than race'. 26 Venezuela was no exception within this pattern, although it has had distinct overtones due to its individual historical trajectory as we shall see.
Miscegenation in modern Venezuela
This Venezuelan media. As Ishibashi puts it: 'The "white" is normally the symbol of the beautiful, the rich, the pure and the sophisticated, while the 'black' is the symbol of the ugly, the poor, the impure and the non-sophisticated'. 31 Black people in the Venezuelan media, in advertisements, TV soaps, cinema and in beauty pageants, are practically 'invisible'. When they are seen, they are often associated with partying on the beach, reinforcing the idea of the black as being 'feckless', or in a position of providing a service of physical labour.
Class plays a role in the depiction of blacks in the Venezuelan media, with products directed at the upper classes usually being advertised by white models, while those directed at the popular classes usually using darker skinned models. (2003) emphasises, racism is not just a social phenomenon in Venezuela but has a political economy rationale also. This is reinforced by the dependent situation of Venezuela's economy. In Venezuela structured employment, wealth, taxation and the distribution of social goods are subject to influence by the structural factors of race/class and the economic relations with the core capitalist countries.
Economic dependence preserves underdevelopment, perpetuating the existing class/race bifurcation and the inequalities stemming from these basic societal cleavage, which in turn itself further perpetuates economic dependence.
Both these factors have resulted in a stratified society based on race, with non-white majorities having limited access to the scant formal employment opportunities available. The white or 'near-white' elite on the other hand acts as the mediator between local markets and capitalist centres, with local capitalists playing a reduced role in the local market, providing basic consumer goods (such as beer, wine, flour etc.) to it but few high value manufactured products.
These economic and cultural tendencies led the country to a deepening political polarisation which, as we shall see in the next section, became most apparent during the second presidency of Carlos Andrés Peréz (1989-93) as he attempted to introduce a neoliberal restructuring programme into Venezuela.
The rise of neoliberalism and the death of a united Venezuela
The introduction of neoliberal policies by Peréz sparked off the greatest public disorders seen in modern Venezuelan history, which came to be known as the Caracazo (27 -28 February, 1989 and an official death toll of 277, an unofficial one running into the thousands. This cleared the way for the emergence of Chávez as a political force in the country and as we have seen in the first part of this paper this support came mostly from the poor of Venezuela. Yet as we have sought to prove, the vast majority of those poor are the darker skinned, black or pardo citizens of Venezuela. The next section will seek to answer the following question therefore:
Why do the poorer, darker-skinned majorities of Venezuela vote for Chávez?
Two reasons are offered for this: firstly, in his discourse Chávez has exalted the nobility of the ordinary Venezuelan in his discourse, and that ordinary
Venezuelan is poor and of mixed-race extraction, like himself. Secondly, the Chávez government has directed policy towards improving the social and economic situation of the poor, pardo Venezuelan. This contrasts greatly with opposition discourse and policy which has subtle, and sometimes not so subtle, racist and classist elements causing distrust amongst most poor Venezuelans.
Chávez's discourse on class and race.
The 'People': race and class in chavismo
The movement launched by Chávez adopted as its ideology a system of thinking specifically Venezuelan and Latin American, bolivarianismo, rather than one exists is a people truly el pueblo. 42 Leadership must be provided in order to galvanise the collective into action, but the leader is but a conduit. The people are an 'unleashed force, equal to the rivers' being channelled by leaders such as
Chávez because either 'we provide a course for that force, or that force will pass over us'. 43 Chávez is 'not a cause, but a consequence', 44 'an instrument of the collective'. In the end, Chávez insists it is socialism 'a new ethic' which is needed "to beat those ominous phenomenon such as racism". 
Opposition discourse on class and race
The Chávez discourse celebrating race and class, contrasts greatly with that emanating from opposition elements. Some of this discourse presents deeply subtle forms of racism and classism, whereas others are much more radical. In it the image is projected of a pueblo being easily manipulated and incapable of thinking rationally. Pedro Carmona Estanga, for example, leader of peak business organisation, FEDECAMARAS and erstwhile president for 48
hours during the coup against Chávez in April, 2002, wrote in an article published shortly before the 1998 Presidential elections that 'people don't understand the Constituyente but simply emotionally follow the candidate that is promoting it'.
Francia gives further examples of this, where the vote for Chávez is considered an 'emotional' vote, while votes against him are considered 'rational'. 48 Similarly
Julio Borges, leader of US funded political party Primero Justicia (Justice First), qualifies those who vote for Chávez as 'inhabitants' not 'citizens', implying that they acted without thinking. 49 On because it gives them a chance to get drunk". 52 These portrayals of Chávez supporters have underlying them a profound racial and classist bias.
Duno shows us through recounting several examples of media racism against Chávez supporters, that it is indeed the construction of a "national political imaginary…articulated on the basis of racist thought". 53 In the end, the main thrust of these disqualifying media presentations of Chávez supporters, Duno asserts, are "a strategy to remove political legitimacy from marginalised social subjects" 54 who are in effect political actors who have challenged power. with an important increase in income for socio-economic stratum E, the group, as we have seen which provides the bedrock of popular support for the Chávez government. PROVEA sees these tendencies as a democratizing force, increasing equality and social justice. 62 In the following year's report (2005-2006) they recommend, however, improvements in five key areas in order to ensure lasting structural changes in favour of all, but particularly the traditionally excluded. 63 These are:
1. Integrating Missions into the existing institutionality and putting them under more rigorous cost and evaluation controls. 
Conclusion
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To conclude, our survey shows that the bulk of Chávez's support emerges from the poorer, darker skinned sectors of Venezuelan society. This has two implications: firstly that there a polarization around class in Venezuela, with a powerful racial subtext which points to the emergence of a class-based political system for the present at least. Secondly, in terms of the study of Venezuelan politics and Chávez's support in particular, that there is a complex interrelation between class and race in this area. However this has only been a tentative exploration to highlight this fact and if anything the issue needs more detailed research to draw out its full implications. Social strata vary from poll to poll but generally those in A,B and upper C are regarded as in high income brackets; C-in the middle income bracket and D and E in the low income bracket, the poorest income strata. 
